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Update On Venezuelan Political Crisis, May 11 - June 7
by Erika Harding
Category/Department:  General
Published:  Wednesday, June 10, 1992
[See LADB's Chronicle of Latin American Economic Affairs, 05/12/92, 05/19/92 and 05/21/92 for
coverage of widespread strikes and work stoppages by public sector employees demanding wage
hikes and changes in government economic policy.] May 11: Opposition party politicians and
dissidents from the ruling Democratic Action (AD) party announced that they had collected over 100
legislators' signatures in support of reducing the presidential term of office from five to four years,
and establishing the popular referendum as a "permanent means of popular participation" in the
political process. The move, led by COPEI (Christian Democrat) Deputy Paciano Padron, directly
contradicted an order by COPEI party chief Eduardo Fernandez to drop the petition. According
to reports by Radio Amazonas, in Puerto Ayacucho (550 km. south of Caracas), two students died
from tear gas asphyxiation during demonstrations protesting government price deregulation,
among other economic policies. At least 21 people seven police officers and 14 students were
injured. Police and National Guard troops took control of the city following the demonstrations.
The Bolivar Educators Committee submitted a petition containing 100,000 signatures to government
officials demanding amnesty for leaders of the February coup attempt. May 12: Defense Minister
Fernando Ochoa Antich reiterated his support for President Carlos Andres Perez: "Whatever
social and political changes occurring in our country absolutely must be directed" by the president.
The minister was responding to a request by Deputy Fernando Alvarez member of the small
leftist Gente Emergente party that Ochoa Antich head a transition government following Perez's
resignation. Interior Minister Luis Pinerua Ordaz requested that Attorney General Ramon Escovar
Salom launch an investigation into the presence of foreign mercenaries in Venezuela. Next, Defense
Minister Ochoa Antich said that the Military Intelligence Directorate (Direccion de Inteligencia
Militar-DIM) would conduct a parallel investigation. The ministers' statements follow reports by the
local media and opposition parties that foreigners have been brought to Venezuela to join a special
security corps accountable to President Perez. May 13: According to a Radio Amazonas broadcast,
in Puerto Ayacucho students occupied the downtown plaza to protest the deaths of two students
during the May 11 demonstrations. The students called for the resignation of department governor
Hugo Marquez Moreno. In Caracas, relatives and supporters of the leaders of the attempted coup
called for amnesty legislation during a demonstration outside the congressional building. May
15: Retired Gen. Jacobo Yepez Daza, president of the Venezuelan Military Retirees Organization,
called for Perez's resignation. He added, "The [current] military situation is very delicate, due to the
lack of leadership and divisions" at the top of the military hierarchy. May 17: According to results
of a survey conducted by US- based polling firm Eric Ekvall, 55% of respondents agreed with the
following statement: The government is "so bad or corrupt that the current situation justifies acts
of violence against the democratic system." The sample group consisted of 660 Caracas residents.
Lt.Col. Hugo Chavez, top leader of the attempted coup, received the highest popularity rating, 75%,
by respondents. Among presidential candidates, former president Rafael Caldera obtained the
highest rating at 52%. The three most popular government officials were Defense Minister Ochoa
Antich, Interior Minister Pinerua and Perez, in that order. When asked to assign blame for the
current political crisis, 62% of respondents said both the congress and the president were at fault.
Nineteen percent said the congress alone was responsible, and 13% indicated that Perez was the
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principal culprit. Forty-eight percent of respondents said they wanted President Perez to resign,
compared to 41% who preferred that he complete his term. Next, 73% expressed a preference for
democratic government, and 21% opted for a military regime. Crime was a major concern for 73%
of respondents, followed by the high cost of living (60%), poverty (22%) and unemployment (20%).
Jose Rodriguez Iturbe, head of the Chamber of Deputies defense committee, told reporters that
the failed coup attempt produced "fractures" within the armed forces which will take 20 years to
repair. May 18: Attorney General Escovar Salom requested information on the Interior Ministry's
secret expenditures as part of his investigation of foreign mercenary presence in Venezuela. He
said the executive should be conducting the investigation since it alone knows how money is spent
and where. A Defense Ministry communique reported that military intelligence (DIM) had found
no evidence of foreign mercenaries serving as part of the president's security team. Later, Defense
Minister spokesperson Rear Adm. Rafael Huizi said he could not completely discount the presence
of foreigners hired for special presidential security assignments. May 19: In a letter to Attorney
General Ramon Escovar, Interior Minister Pinerua emphatically denied that foreign mercenaries
were engaged in service for the Venezuelan government. Pinerua requested the attorney general's
investigation into allegations that foreign mercenaries were part of a special presidential security
team. Former president Luis Herrera Campins (1979-1984) joined the ranks of politicians calling
for a one-year reduction in Perez's term. Herrera said that in the absence of an agreement with the
president on his early departure from office, a constituent assembly should be established. Herrera
said Perez had reneged on promises to members of the special council (comprised of political party
leaders, members of congress, government officials and businesspeople serving as consultants
to the president), including organizing elections for a constituent assembly, and implementing
changes in economic policy. Defense Minister Ochoa Antich expressed opposition to any reduction
in Perez's term. He said, "I have always maintained that President Perez's presence is important for
the stability of the country." May 20: Writer, columnist and political critic Arturo Uslar Pietri accused
the Perez administration of doing nothing in the three months since the coup attempt to resolve
the nation's political crisis. Uslar Pietri said, "There has been no effective action taken to combat
theft and corruption, there have been no legal reforms to establish a constituent assembly, nor to
guarantee the independence of the courts and the judicial system." May 21: AD party president
Humberto Celli told reporters that AD and COPEI party leaders are on the verge of signing a
political agreement expected to last 10 to 15 years. Celli said the pact's objectives are to provide
current and future governments with sufficient institutional support, and to reduce consumer price
inflation, perceived as the primary cause of social discontent. In the restructured cabinet based on
a reduction of ministries from 27 to 9 the two parties will each occupy three cabinet posts, and the
remaining three are to be filed by "independents." According to Celli, elections will take place as
scheduled: mayoral and gubernatorial this year, and the presidential race in 1993. Violent protests
erupted in the cities of La Victoria and Los Teques (both located near Caracas) following public
transport fare hikes. In La Victoria, students severely damaged the municipal government building
with stones and molotov coctails, and two reporters were injured. La Victoria's police chief was
later fired for failing to prevent the violence. The protests in Los Teques, which began May 21,
were motivated in large part by the death of a school security guard, who was shot by police. May
22: In a proposal to President Perez, Defense Minister Ochoa Antich suggested that the political
crisis may be resolved by expanding the agreement between COPEI and AD into a "national
accord" via the incorporation of all sectors of society. May 25: According to an Agence France-Presse
report, National Guard troops took control of the El Paso apartment block in the city of Los Teques
following violent clashes between about 500 students and police. At least 12 people were injured.
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The city has been convulsed by violence for over a week. Violent demonstrations were also reported
in Caracas and La Victoria. May 26: Defense Minister Ochoa Antich reported the theft of two assault
rifles and two submachine guns from the Turiamo naval base on May 23. According to Ochoa
Antich, authorities have not yet located Lt. Raul Alvarez Brazamonte who joined rebel officers on
Feb. 4 , nor the assault weapons he stole a few days after the failed coup. Gonzalo Rodriguez Corro
was appointed president of the Supreme Court. The post had been vacant since the resignation
of Pedro Alid Zoppi shortly after the attempted coup. Army commander-in-chief Gen. Remigio
Rangel said there was no evidence of a resurgent guerrilla movement in Venezuela. Rangel was
responding to rumors of links between incipient rebel activities and the second military weapons
and ammunition theft since Feb. 4. In addition, Gen. Ivan Jimenez, head of the armed forces joint
chiefs, told reporters the previous week that the DIM had detected a rebel resurgence in western
Venezuela. Rangel said that ranchers in the western region of the country near the Colombian
border have expressed concern about incursions into Venezuelan territory by Colombian rebels and
drug traffickers. Military sources reported that since September 1991, 1,376 street demonstrations
have taken place in Venezuela. Of the total, 679 became violent. The casualty toll was placed at 71
people injured. Material damages included 48 vehicles destroyed by fire. Sixty-eight shops were
at least partially looted. May 28: Protests were reported throughout the country, turning violent in
Los Teques, Maracay and Caracas. In Los Teques, students barricaded major streets, and attacked
police with rocks, bottles and molotov cocktails. Police responded with tear gas and buckshot. In a
statement broadcast nationwide on radio, Perez attributed the wave of violent protests throughout
the country to "extremist and destabilizing" groups committed to provoking a violent revolution.
May 29: According to a communique by the secret police (DISIP), 10 leftist activists, including
several former Venezuelan guerrilla leaders, were taken into custody for questioning in connection
with the recent wave of student riots. Four were immediately released, while the rest face charges
of "fostering crimes against the stability of democratic institutions." The statement said the police
found firearms at the Caracas home of Douglas Bravo, former head of the National Liberation
Armed Forces (FALN). The FALN was disbanded in 1979, but Bravo has recently reunited with some
collaborators in his Third Way (Tercer Camino) environmental group. The government accuses
the Third Way and the Red Flag (Bandera Roja) of inciting student unrest. May 30: Uslar Pietri said
that Venezuela is a model of the "mafioso-style" corruption that dominated Cuba before the 1959
revolution. In an interview published in daily newspaper El Globo, Lt. Raul Alvarez Bracamonte
said the weapons he stole in February "will be used by the people" if the government fails to
implement radical changes in neo-liberal economic policies. Alvarez Bracamonte, who remains in
hiding, also said that Defense Minister Ochoa Antich participated in "conspiratorial activities" with
he and other members of the "Bolivarian Movement" (reportedly comprised of officers who led
the aborted coup). May 31: In an interview published in daily newspaper El Pais (Madrid, Spain),
President Perez said he was "absolutely sure" there would be no further attempts to overthrow
the government. Next, Perez asserted that he would never endorse amnesty for the leaders of the
attempted coup. Perez said he has no plans to resign, adding that while Venezuela is experiencing
"difficulties," the situation cannot be defined as catastrophic. Former president Rafael Caldera
demanded that Perez resign, thereby permitting the congress to appoint a transitional head of state.
Caldera also criticized the government's decision to arrest former rebel leaders. He said that lack
of evidence made the arrests unconstitutional. According to results of an opinion poll conducted
by the Eco Omnimagen company, 69.6% of respondents believe that another coup attempt is
possible, and 85.6% said the country's economic situation is worse than a year ago. Eco Omnimagen
interviewed 500 Caracas residents in March and April. Sixty percent of respondents described the
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Perez government as "poor," 80.8% said that the government's situation has deteriorated since
last year, and 49.6% predicted further deterioration over the next six months. Forty-five percent of
respondents said the country's principal problem is corruption. Forty-six percent indicated approval
of the Andean Pact free trade agreement, and 45.8% of hotel privatizations. In contrast, government
arrests of students was criticized by 93% of respondents, press censorship by 87%, suspension of
constitutional guarantees by 85%, and the president's foreign travel by 80.2%. The institutions with
greatest levels of support were the media at 54.4%; the Catholic Church, 48.2%; "The Notables" led
by writer Arturo Uslar Pietri, 47.2%; and, universities, 45.6%. The most heavily criticized institutions
were political parties, at 77%; organized labor and the nation's largest trade union organization,
the Workers Confederation of Venezuela (CTV), 54.8%; and, the Fedecamaras business federation,
46.4%. By individual, the highest levels of support were given to Uslar Pietri (69.6%), coup leader
Lt.Col. Hugo Chavez and former president Rafael Caldera. The most criticized were President Perez
(68%) and COPEI secretary general Eduardo Fernandez (54.8%). In terms of solutions to the political
crisis, 70.4% expressed support for a popular referendum; 58.2%, reducing the presidential term
to four years; and, 65.6%, calling immediate presidential elections. June 1: Caracas police sources
reported that the former rebel leaders arrested and held by the secret police (DISIP) had been
transferred to the custody of military intelligence (DIM). June 2: Students protested throughout the
country in response to a call by student leaders at major campuses for a National Day of Protest.
The demonstrations turned violent in the cities of Caracas, Maracay, Puerto la Cruz, Puerto Ordaz,
Merida, Valencia and San Juan de Los Morros. One student was killed (in Maracay), and at least 30
people were injured, including a news photographer and five police officers, three of whom where
shot by snipers. Hundreds were arrested. June 3: Throughout the country, police were placed on full
alert. In Maracay, police and armored cars were posted near high school and university buildings
in response to threats by student leaders to protest the death of a student on June 2. According to a
Defense Ministry communique, 184 military officers will be promoted July 5. The promotions were
approved by President Perez, who reportedly vetoed several officers recommended for brigadier
general. The promotions must be approved by congress. Classes were suspended until June 8 at
the University of the Andes in Merida and the University of Carabobo in Valencia. In a nationally
televised statement, Education Minister Pedro Beauperthuy warned parents that students could lose
a year of school if the demonstrations continue. Beauperthuy accused "infiltrators" and "foreign
elements" of fomenting the protests. The AD party expelled former planning minister Luis Azocar
and Cristobal Hernandez. Alongwith opposition party members in the Chamber of Deputies, the
two voted to support a censure of the economic, development, agriculture and planning ministers a
month ago. Catholic Church spokespersons told reporters that the Church is considering a role as
mediator in the political crisis aimed at achieving a "national accord" involving the military. If the
Church is formally requested to participate, the national Bishops Conference will meet to debate
the proposal. AD party president Humberto Celli had suggested Church involvment the previous
week. June 4: In his weekly radio address, Perez blamed recent violent protests on "adventurers,"
and said he would use force to control them if necessary. According to Angel Zambrano, Central
Information Office director (a cabinet level post), President Perez met with AD and COPEI party
leaders to finalize an agreement aimed at facilitating approval of several pieces of legislation that
have languished in congress. In response to continued demonstrations in the cities of Caracas,
Barquisimeto, Merida, Valencia, Puerto La Cruz, San Juan de los Morros, Ocumare del Tuy, and
Maracay, Interior Minister Luis Pinerua issued a statement saying the government would not
suspend constitutional guarantees. However, he also warned that the administration will resort
to "drastic measures" to reestablish peace if necessary. Pinerua blamed the violent protests on
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former rebels who have infiltrated the student movement. According to a local television report,
which cited a classified document prepared by the secret police (DISIP), the government has linked
"The Notables" high profile civilians critical of the administration to the February coup attempt.
The document also said "links" exist between the Bolivarian Movement, and the environmental
organization Third Way (Tercer Camino) led by former rebel Douglas Bravo, the Bandera Roja
rebel organization (which demobilized in the 1980s), sectors of the Communist Party, the Socialist
League and the Radical Cause (Causa R) party. June 5: Chamber of Deputies president (speaker)
Luis Oberto said that President Perez had not requested permission from the congress to leave the
country on June 10-12 in order to attend the UN Conference on Environment and Development
(UNCED) in Rio de Janeiro. The president cannot travel outside the country without obtaining prior
congressional authorization. The COPEI leader had recommended that Perez stay at home due to
the crisis situation. For the fifth consecutive day, violent protests were reported in Valencia, San
Cristobal, Caracas and other cities. June 7: In a speech to military officers, Defense Minister Ochoa
Antich said "the political class" was responsible for the current crisis and the failed coup attempt.
According to the minister, the "poor behavior" of the politicians "can explain, but not justify" the
rebel officers' break with military unity, ideals and traditions. Ochoa Antich's will retire from the
military on July 5. He is expected to retire as minister of defense on the same date. [Sources: El
Nacional (Caracas), 05/17/92; El Globo (Caracas), 05/26/92, 05/30/92; United Press International,
05/31/92; Prensa Latina (Cuba), 05/26/92, 06/02/92; Notimex, 05/12/92, 05/26/92, 06/02/92, 06/03/92;
Associated Press, 05/26/92, 06/03/92, 06/04/92; Agence France-Presse, 05/11- 15/92, 05/17-21/92,
05/26/92, 05/28/92, 05/29/92, 05/31- 06/03/92; Spanish news service EFE, 05/11-13/92, 05/18-22/92,
05/26/92, 05/28-31/92, 06/03-05/92, 06/07/92]
-- End --
